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disguise from himself that the centre of gravity of the old
aristocratic edifice of the State had been shifted. Now, as
a minister, he resolved to yield to the irresistible agitation for
free trade, and thus to continue the policy of the Reform
Bill.

" The majority of his Tory friends disowned him. In
league with his old opponents, the Whigs and the Radicals,
he went on his way, amid the cheers and plaudits of the
middle classes, a statesman who did not rule his age by
force of original and creative ideas, but rather conscientiously
learnt the lesson of his age, and as an orator, if not brilliant,
was at least powerful by his honesty and frankness and his
courage in accepting the inevitable. The proud lords of
the old Tory nobility cursed the cotton-spinner who, in
spite of his princely wealth, had always remained a plebeian,
and had infamously betrayed his party; and Benjamin
Disraeli, the young Hotspur of the Tories, said, ' Such a
conservative government is nothing but a huge imposture.'
But already the working classes were beginning to turn
their attention to the socialistic theories of Chartism, and
they besieged Parliament with gigantic petitions for the
extension of the rights of the people. The dull resentment
of the masses, and the critical condition of trade in the
North-West, compelled the Government to take action.

" In the year 1842, almost two-thirds of all the customs
rates of the old tariff were either cancelled or reduced.
Other reductions in the customs rates soon followed. Then
in the year 1845 a serious failure of crops brought unspeak-
able misery over the island kingdom, and especially over
Ireland. It was apparent to every one that Great Britain
had become an industrial country. Her native agricultural
industry no longer sufficed to feed the enormously increased
urban population. After these experiences Peel risked a
decisive step. In [May 1846 the corn duties were repealed.
The^Lords gave their assent, because Wellington, the Iron
Duke, warned them that if they did not agree now of their
own free will, the Upper House would at a later day be